December 1, 2008
Public Comments and Processing



4401 N. Fairfax Drive

Suite 222, Arlington, VA 22203

Attn: FWS-R1-ES-2008-0095
Re: Information concerning the status of the Marbled Murrelet

Dear Murrelet Review Team:

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the 90-Day finding on a petition to remove the California, Oregon, and Washington population of the Marbled Murrelet (Brachyramphus marmoratus) from the list of Endangered and Threatened Wildlife (FWS-R1-ES-2008-0095).  These comments are submitted on behalf of the National Audubon Society’s members in Alaska, Washington, and California.
We believe that the populations in California, Oregon, and Washington should remain protected.  The challenge to the listing rests primarily on fact that the 5-year review by USFWS concluded that these population segments did not meet the criteria for discreteness.   We concur with the Service’s recent finding that this discreteness analysis by the USFWS was flawed because it compared current levels of legal protection across the international border rather than with levels of protection that would exist if the bird were not listed in the United States (Federal Register 73(192):57317). Accordingly, the California-Oregon-Washington population of Marbled Murrelets apparently does qualify as a distinct population segment and is eligible for listing under the Endangered Species Act (Federal Register, 1996(61): 4722).  

The Marbled Murrelet is currently listed as a threatened species by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada.  We note, however, that the goal of the Canadian recovery plan for this species is: “to ensure that the population and suitable nesting habitat does not decline by more than 30% from current population levels by the year 2032” (Canadian Marbled Murrelet Recovery Team 2003).  In Audubon’s view, this is an inappropriate goal for a recovery plan, and reflects a management standard that is quite different than what we would apply to the CA-OR-WA population of Marbled Murrelets. 

Apart from the question of how the species is managed on different sides of an international border, there are other features of the CA-OR-WA population that distinguish it from Marbled Murrelet populations to the north.  These features include unique differences in the bird’s upland nesting habitat, nesting behavior, and demographics . 

The population of the Marbled Murrelets in central California is genetically distinct (McShane et al 2004), and appears especially vulnerable. The population has declined from 699 individuals in 2003 (95% CI = 567-860) to 122 individuals in 2008 (95% CI = 91-256) (Peery et al. 2008a). And while there is some immigration of birds from the north, the rates are low (2-6% per year), and the birds are neither reproducing nor recruiting into the population (Peery et al. 2008b).  As the remaining adult birds in this population die, the extirpation of the central California population appears inevitable (Peery et al 2008a).  Elevating this population’s status to Endangered (under ESA) would seem justified in light of this data.  

Birds in the CA-OR-WA population segment nest in unique forest types that are absent or rare over most of the bird’s northern range. The redwood forest (Sequoia sempervirens) is a forest type that is important for nesting Marbled Murrelets in northern California and southern Oregon, but does not occur north of the US-Canada border.  Douglas-Fir (Psuedotsuga menziesii) is the co-dominant tree species in the seasonal old-growth forests of Oregon, Washington, and southern British Columbia, and is also heavily used by Marbled Murrelets for nesting. This old-growth forest type also does not occur in Alaska. 

Beyond differences in tree species and associated stand structures, there are significant differences in how forests north and south of the border have been managed. In California, Oregon, and Washington, about 88% of the original old-growth rainforest has been developed, whereas in British Columbia and Alaska, only 32% and 11%, respectively, has been developed (http://www.inforain.org/maparchive/mAdtl.php?mbID=401). 

The status review should update these figures to reflect any changes since 1995. We also request the Service do a GIS analysis of terrestrial habitat conditions for Marbled Murrelets in Alaska and British Columbia, using factors such as stand age, tree size, slope, elevation and distance to shore as descriptors of relative habitat suitability (e.g., Albert and Schoen 2007).  It would be helpful if habitat definitions, and habitat suitability models, were as consistent as possible across the bird’s range. 

Murrelets occur at higher densities in Alaska than either British Columbia or the Pacific Northwest, and surveys by Agler et al. (1995) found them the most abundant seabird in southeast Alaska.  In addition to high at-sea densities, the frequency of ground nesting by murrelets appears to increase with latitude (Marks and Kuletz, 2001, S. Kim Nelson, Oregon State University and ADF&G, unpublished data). 

Audubon believes the CA-OR-WA population of Marbled Murrelets easily passes the test for discreteness and significance, and therefore, is eligible for listing under ESA. We believe the prospect for restoring the lower-48 population of Marbled Murrelets is diminished by the large-scale, long-term loss of old-growth forest in that region.  We anticipate that continued listing of the CA-OR-WA population under ESA will be warranted, and ask that consideration be given to upgrading the status to endangered. We hope that efforts will continue to conserve remaining suitable habitat for these birds.

Although Marbled Murrelets in Alaska are very abundant, there is some evidence of recent decline (Piatt et al. 2007).  Murrelets in Alaska have long been exposed to chronic mortality from avian predators, starvation, gillnet bycatch, disturbance by vessels, and oil pollution.  Nevertheless, upland habitat is in relatively good shape in Alaska. Southeast Alaska has preserved 86% of Marbled Murrelet nesting habitat in its original condition (Albert and Schoen 2007). Other murrelet population centers in Alaska, including Prince William Sound, Cook Inlet, and Kodiak have had no or little logging. The situation in California, Oregon, and Washington is quite different, where  the original forest has been extensively developed (Wolf et al. 1995), and fewer than 900,000 ha of suitable murrelet habitat remain (McShane et al. 2004).

In summary, we are pleased that the Service is initiating this range-wide status review, and are confident it will be objective and science-based. Audubon will assist this effort in any way we can. As we receive or become aware of other information that might be helpful in your status review, we will make it promptly available to your team.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide these comments.

Sincerely,

Stanley E. Senner

Executive Director

Audubon Alaska
Nina Carter

Executive Director

Audubon Washington
Glenn Olson

Executive Director

Audubon California
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